The Complex (of) Sculptures in the Alto Magdalena by Meurkens, Thomas
The Complex (of) Sculptures in the 
Alto Magdalena 
 
     Discussing the construction, diversity,          
   and interpretations of the prehistoric 
      sculptures found in the Alto Magdalena    
 region in Southwestern Colombia. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                by Thomas Meurkens 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Front image:  Sculpture encountered in the Alto Magdalena.   
   Photograph by Thomas Meurkens.    
   San Agustín, Colombia, 2012.  
BA3 Thesis 
 
Title: The Complex (of) Sculptures in the Alto Magdalena 
Subtitle: Discussing the construction, diversity, and interpretations of the prehistoric 
sculptures found in the Alto Magdalena region in Southwestern Colombia. 
Author: Thomas Meurkens 
Student ID: s0812978 
Supervisor: Dr. A. Geurds 
Specialization: Archaeology of Indian America 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Leiden University, Faculty of Archaeology 
Leiden, June 6th 2012 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thomas Meurkens 
22 December 1989 
thomasmeurkens@gmail.com 
+31619327402 
  
  3 
Contents 
1. Introduction ................................................................................................................ 4 
2. Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................... 7 
3. The Area .................................................................................................................... 11 
3.1 Sites ................................................................................................................... 11 
3.2 Geographical Setting ......................................................................................... 14 
3.3 Research History ............................................................................................... 16 
4. Cultural Elements and Changes ................................................................................ 18 
4.1 Chronology ........................................................................................................ 18 
4.2 The Periods ........................................................................................................ 20 
4.2.1 Formative .................................................................................................. 20 
4.2.2 Regional Classic ......................................................................................... 21 
4.2.3 Recent ....................................................................................................... 24 
4.3 Ethnohistory ...................................................................................................... 25 
5. The Sculptures ........................................................................................................... 28 
5.1 Numbers ............................................................................................................ 28 
5.2 Divisions and Categories ................................................................................... 30 
5.3 Materials and Construction ............................................................................... 38 
5.4 Coloring ............................................................................................................. 39 
5.5 (Funerary) Context ............................................................................................ 41 
6. Ideas and Interpretations .......................................................................................... 44 
6.1 Sculptures as bishops and diffused traits.......................................................... 44 
6.2 Sculptures as gods and ancestors ..................................................................... 46 
6.3 Sculptures as artworks and jaguar-themes ....................................................... 48 
6.4 Sculptures as oppositions and cosmological markers....................................... 51 
6.5 Sculpting Memory ............................................................................................. 54 
7. Conclusion ................................................................................................................. 61 
8. Summary ................................................................................................................... 64 
9. Bibliography .............................................................................................................. 66 
10. List of Figures ........................................................................................................ 71 
 
  4 
1. Introduction 
The Southwestern part of Colombia, more specifically the Alto Magdalena region (see 
fig. 1), is home to a well-known tradition of funerary monuments that has been 
investigated extensively over the years, using various methodologies and research foci. 
Although during the second half of the 20th century emphasis in this region was laid on 
regional aspects, demographics, environment and ethnographical parallels, an 
important focus still was, and has always been, on the funerary features themselves. 
Different researchers have looked at the many tombs, mounds and sculptures of this 
area, and have investigated aspects such as their construction, their provenance, their 
distribution and their possible function (see for example Drennan 2000, Llanos Vargas 
1991, Preuss 1922, Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972, and Velandia 1999). The funerary 
monuments of the Alto Magdalena are often accompanied by sizeable stone sculptures, 
and these will be the main focus of this thesis.  
The purpose of this thesis is to expand on the sculptures and their general 
characteristics and context, to take a diachronic perspective in looking at the 
interpretations given to the sculptures, and to apply to them the newly developed 
theoretical framework of memory, in order to widen the scope of available 
interpretations for the sculptural complex of the Alto Magdalena. 
Before treating the subject itself, it is important to have a theoretical framework 
from which to work and which will provide some conceptual foundation. Recent 
developments concerning theory in the fields of archaeology and anthropology are 
abundant and diverse (see for example Hodder 2001, Mills and Walker 2008, Preucel 
and Mrozowski 2010, and Van Dyke and Alcock 2003). The focus in the first chapter will 
lie on the concept of memory, a theoretical notion that has become especially 
prominent during the last decade. In chapter 6 of this thesis, memory will be used to 
discuss new ways of looking at the sculptures in question.  
When treating aspects of a certain area, it is of course also necessary to confine 
that specific area, to define its boundaries. I will point out some of the most important 
regions and sites, though there is no strict division made throughout this thesis, except 
for the fact that all are located in the Alto Magdalena. The landscape and the geology of  
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this area will also be addressed. Since landscape and the people that dwell there are 
highly interconnected and have a strong influence on each other, this aspect certainly  
has to be incorporated. Another contextual field is found in the various discoveries, 
investigations and analyses that have been done in the past by the many researchers 
that have concerned themselves with the geographical area, its material remains and its 
cultural manifestations. The overall research history, from the 18th century onwards, will 
therefore also be briefly outlined in chapter 3, showing the research foci and how these 
have developed and changed through time. 
Though the term ‘culture’ can be seen as problematic, the developments and 
societal aspects of the people living in the Alto Magdalena will be discussed in the next 
chapter. Unable to speak of one cultural whole, or one cultural path of development for 
that matter, there are still clear cultural trends visible in the archaeological record, 
placed into different chronological periods. Emergence, population growth, settlement 
preferences, changing artistic foci, shifting leadership manifestations, developing 
ceramic traditions, and an eventual decline, are among the most pronounced. For this 
Fig. 1 - Map of Colombia and surrounding countries, showing the Alto 
Magdalena region (Drennan et al. 1991, 298). 
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reason, and simply because almost all investigations of this area adhere to a 
chronological division, the cultural development and the periods in which they are 
usually divided, will be addressed. Furthermore, the field of ethnohistory, and how this 
has been and can be applied, will be briefly discussed. 
After having firmly framed the subject, the subsequent chapter will deal with the 
sculptures themselves and with what has been said about them. First it is of course 
essential to give an overview of their characteristics, e.g. their number, the material they 
are made of, the techniques for doing so and the color they have/had. Besides this, their 
context, being part of a funerary monument or standing ‘isolated’ in the landscape, is 
considered. In dealing with such a large corpus of sculptures it is useful and almost 
inevitable to divide them into categories of some sort based on, for example, their size 
or their iconographic representation. This topic will be covered briefly in order to get a 
grasp of the diversity, the similarities and the common themes and aspects that the 
sculptures exhibit.  
The next chapter will deal with the various interpretations given to this large 
body of iconographically rich monoliths. The conspicuous nature of these sculptures has 
contributed to many different ideas and viewpoints throughout the years, often 
coinciding with new discoveries and being influenced by the research tradition in which 
the investigators at the time worked. Several of these ways of looking at the sculptures 
will be addressed here, illustrating them with some examples and connecting them with 
the research tradition of the time. 
Besides covering some of the most influential and well established theories, I 
will look at several ideas that have been applied to the sculptures in a much lesser 
extent and that are, in some way, novel. Applying new theoretical ideas, in this case 
concerning memory, to long debated research questions is a necessary and helpful 
endeavor I think. However, pursuing it completely and satisfactory is beyond the scope 
of this thesis. It goes without saying that this closing chapter is not an attempt to gain 
completely new insights or to propose radically new interpretations of any kind, but 
merely an effort to apply recent theoretical developments to the case of the Alto 
Magdalena, and to thus provide new perspectives and ways of looking at the complex of 
sculptures. Hopefully these perspectives will be extended and further developed with 
subsequent research. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
Archaeology, as every other academic field, is laden with the creation, development and 
application of theories. Facts and data are of course fundamental for the formation of 
scientific ideas, but their procurement and their application do not and cannot exist 
without theoretical positioning. By having a theoretical framework, the facts and data 
can be interpreted, discussed and used in a meaningful manner. In conjunction with 
theory developments in other fields of science, archaeology and anthropology have 
experienced an emergence of many new theoretical and conceptual ideas and ways of 
thinking. Several of these have been especially influential and promising. Concepts and 
ideas about agency, materiality, landscape and memory are among the most prominent 
of these, and among the most successfully applied. The focus in this chapter will lie on 
memory, though memory is interwoven with many other concepts and theoretical 
frameworks. Part of this thesis will deal with new ways of looking at the material 
remains under discussion, and try to frame these into a framework of memory. 
Introducing the general development and ideas of memory, as used in archaeological 
theory, will make it possible to implement some of the concepts and ideas in 
interpreting the sculptures of the Alto Magdalena. 
In tandem with many theoretical developments, memory became an important, 
often applied and heavily discussed topic since the end of the 1990s, though its exact 
meaning is still not agreed upon (Preucel and Mrozowski 2010, 341-342). A basic, 
standard definition of memory might be ‘…the ability of an individual to store, retain, 
and retrieve information’ (ibid.). This is a rather limited way of looking at memory, and 
in recent years scholars have dealt with the concept of memory in a much more 
extensive manner. It has become widely accepted that memory, or ‘memory works’ as is 
often used as a more appropriate term, plays a highly important role in the construction 
of social life and society. Memory work often refers to the social practices that create 
memories, such as forgetting, inventing and transmitting (Mills and Walker 2008), and 
these practices can leave material traces behind for the archaeologist to find and 
investigate. In this way, memory work is highly relevant to archaeological theory. 
Indeed, memory ‘…is made material in its social deployment’, and the effort people 
make to remember or forget something ‘…often includes the production and/or 
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destruction of material culture.’ (Preucel and Mrozowski 2010, 341-342). Applying 
memory works to archaeology can therefore be of much help.  
It is hard to define what the study of memory actually is, since there are many 
concepts and directions in this field, and the terms and definitions used are often 
applied in different ways and in different contexts. Memory work includes aspects such 
as creating, forgetting and transmitting memories, and how these practices reflect 
people’s lives and beliefs. One of the foci in memory studies lies on the concepts of 
collective memory and social memory, and the difference between them. In fact, one of 
the most profound changes that research on memory has witnessed in the last couple of 
years, as noted by Mills and Walker (2008), can be interpreted as a shift from collective 
memory to social memory, coinciding with the more general shift from the 
‘processualistic’ social structures to the ‘post-processsualistic’ concept of individual 
agency. Collective memory, reflecting structural society, ‘…is a shared understanding of 
the way things were in the past and how the present came into being…not a simple 
reflection…but a social construct…a nexus between past experience and current 
disposition.’ (Nielsen 2008, 207-208). Social memory is often more individually centered 
(though also used as a wider, all inclusive term), focusing more on the agents acting 
within the social world. Though social memory is mostly concerned with the memories 
and actions of individual members of society, it still ‘…tends to reproduce social 
order…help to sustain hegemonic structures (Nielsen 2008, 208). In conjunction with 
this, scholars have put forward that ‘[m]emory does not reside in, and is not transmitted 
by, cultures but in people as members of social groups’ (Mills and Walker 2008, 6). So, 
instead of seeing memory as a product of cultural traditions and societal structures, it is 
seen as a result of the individuals and their actions in the social world. Furthermore, 
‘…merely identifying a ‘cultural structure’ or tradition does not address the question of 
how such standardized and shared knowledge would have been transmitted uniformly 
across space and through time’ (Pauketat and Alt 2003, 152). 
Studying memory in societies must result in gaining some understanding of the 
processes that were at work and of the interrelated aspects of people’s lives, so as to 
understand those lives better. As with the subject of this thesis, there are many cases in 
which memories can be viewed mainly, if not entirely, through large, enduring features 
such as mounds and statues. Monumental features were usually commissioned by 
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powerful elites, in order to portrait some memorable event or message. This would, at 
first sight, mean that only the elites and their views of society would, in some way, 
create memories for archaeologists to discover. The people who are in power often try 
to legitimize their position by creating displays of a (real or invented) past, in the form of 
long lasting, visible features. In this way, ‘…the past may be used to legitimize the 
present – even if that past never happened…‘the invention of tradition’ (Mills and 
Walker 2008, 8). However, as Pauketat and Alt (2003) note, when talking about 
Mississippian mounds, ‘[t]he history of the people doing the building would have shaped 
differently each locality, if not each mound, regardless of the original plan’ (Pauketat 
and Alt 2003, 169). The creation of memorable objects does not simply portray the 
ideas, wishes and beliefs of the elites that ordered the building, but also has in it the 
lives and actions of the actual builders, the commoners. Building features may be seen 
superficially as the eternalizing of certain beliefs held by the elite, but actually conveys 
much more and functions in a much more interconnected manner. As Joyce (2009) 
notes, ‘[t]he physical arrangement and symbolism of buildings, plazas, courtyards, roads, 
and other architectural features channeled the movement and experiences of actors 
and therefore strengthened and focused memories.’ (Joyce 2009, 33-34). Looking at 
how features would have functioned as memory-making devices, it is possible to study 
the social world of the society that produced them. It will allow not only glimpses of the 
ruling elites, as is so often the case in archaeology, but also of other members of society. 
However, studying how memories were created and how they reflect concepts 
present in the ancient society, is difficult. Since ‘[e]ach cultural relationship ascribes a 
different form of meaning to objects within social interactions’ (Mills and Walker 2008, 
8), it is difficult to draw parallels. Furthermore, ‘[m]eanings and associations change 
constantly (but not necessarily gradually)’ (Pauketat and Alt 2003, 163). Looking at 
similar examples it becomes tempting to draw analogies, but though things may seem to 
be the same, they may have had completely different meanings, and ‘[w]e should not 
assume a universal relationship between memory and objects’ (Nielsen 2008, 210). 
So, even though theoretical thoughts concerning memory are filled with 
difficulties, memory work certainly provides possibilities by looking at how memories 
function in conjunction with the social world of the people living in ancient societies. 
Since memory work often leaves durable traces in the form of material culture, 
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archaeology can certainly draw useful inquiries from this field. Given the recentness of 
the concept of memory, it has not yet been applied to the case of the Alto Magdalena. 
Therefore, at the end of chapter 6, I will look at the sculpture complex of the Alto 
Magdalena from the perspective of memory theories, and thus try to provide some new 
insights and ways of viewing the material remains that are the subject of this thesis. 
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3. The Area 
In Colombia there are many archaeological remains present. Though not as renowned 
and well investigated as for example Mexico to the north, or Peru to the south, 
Colombia is host to the remains of various ancient societies, many of which have 
received (inter)national attention from the archaeological community, and to some 
extent from the general public. The Southwestern area of Colombia is especially 
prominent, with the Alto Magdalena area (see fig. 1) probably being the most famous 
and well investigated of the region (Drennan 2000 in Drennan 2008, 383).  
3.1 Sites 
The archaeological remains of the people that inhabited this area and that are credited 
with the building of the funerary features, roughly during the first millennium BC and 
the first millennium AD, are located at many different sites in the Alto Magdalena. At the 
center of this region, in terms of material density and research focus, lie what are now 
the modern-day municipality and town of San Agustín, that often give their name when 
talking about the culture and the people that flourished there. 
The village of San Agustín, now counting some 30,000 inhabitants, was in 
colonial times a tranquil village where missionaries tried to convert the indigenous 
population to Christianity. However, because of the important archaeological finds in 
the 20th century, the village became (inter)nationally famous (Llanos Vargas 1991, 11). 
This resulted in many investigations and explorations by archaeologists and 
anthropologists from Colombia, Spain, Germany and other countries. From the 20th 
century onwards, a lot of new sites were discovered and inventoried, extending greatly 
the area associated with this culture, making the terms ‘San Agustín, ‘San Agustínian 
culture’, ‘San Agustinians’, etc. less accurate than the broader denomination of the ‘Alto 
Magdalena area’. 
Moreover, many other cultures and peoples from the area, such as Calima and 
Tierradentro, were tightly linked with the core region of San Agustín. Especially 
Tierradentro, situated north of San Agustín, appears to be intimately related to, yet 
clearly distinct from, San Agustín (Langebaek and Dever 2009). The southwestern part of 
Colombia was not isolated and the various people living in the region had relations of 
some sort, be it culturally, economically, politically or otherwise, with each other and 
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many aspects of these societies were interconnected and shaped by interaction. 
Furthermore, there may be strong links with people still living in the area nowadays (see 
for example Gnecco and Hernández 2008). 
Despite the abundance of sites and the fact that drawing decisive borders 
between sites is unattainable, the Colombian government and (perhaps consequently) 
the international community as a whole have designated the most important sites in the 
region, locating them within the Archaeological Park of San Agustín (see fig. 2). This park 
has been established in 1998 and, with its 60,000 visitors a year, is of great economical 
importance for the region (Uribe Vélez 2005, 58; González Fernández 2008, 8). The Park, 
listed in the UNESCO World Heritage List since 1995 (ICOMOS 1995), consists of three 
main complexes (see fig. 2) in which the most prominent archaeological remains can be 
found. The first is called the Mesitas complex and covers around 78 hectares. The 
complex is owned and protected by the government and administrated, since 1998, by 
the ICANH, the Instituto Colombiano de Anthropologia e Historia. The second complex, 
the Alto de los Ídolos, is 17 hectares in size and located in the Isnos Municipality. The 
last large complex, of 10 hectares, is named Alto de las Piedras and is also located in the 
Isnos Municipality. Furthermore, there are two lesser complexes, namely El Tablón and 
Uyumbe, both situated in the San Agustín Municipality (González Fernández 2008, 4). 
However, the Park only represents a small portion of the sites and remains 
found in the Alto Magdalena. Taken all together, most of the archaeological evidence is 
encountered at the sites El Batán, El Cabuyal, La Estrella, La Candela, Alto de Lavaderos, 
Naranjos, Uyumbe, El Tablón, La Chaquira, Quebradillas, Alto del Purutal, Cerro de la 
Pelota, Quinchana, El Jabón, Alto de los Ídolos, Alto de las Piedras, El Vagón, Matanzas, 
Morelia y Alto de las Guacas (see fig. 3), found in the municipalities of San Agustín, San 
José de Isnos and Saladoblanco (Vargas 2011, 19). 
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Fig. 2 - Map showing the boundaries of the Archaeological Park and the most notable archaeological  
complexes located within (González Fernández 2008, 5). 
 
Fig. 3 - Map of the Alto Magdalena, showing the majority of the (best known) 
archaeological sites found in the region (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972, 20). 
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3.2 Geographical Setting 
The Alto Magdalena area is named after the upper part of the Magdalena river that 
flows through it. The Magdalena river is the largest and most important river of 
Colombia, beginning at the Magdalena lake in the far southwestern corner and 
stretching on for about 1,612km towards the Caribbean Sea in the Northeast (see fig. 1). 
On its way, it drains the Eastern, Central and Western Cordilleras of the Andes, creating 
the largest drainage basin of any Andean river (Restrepoa et al. 2006, 216). It also has an 
enormous sediment load, almost three times greater than that of the Amazon river 
(Restrepoa et al. 2006, 214). The Alto Magdalena, or Upper Magdalena as it is called in 
some English literature, is the part where the river originates and begins its trajectory 
(i.e. in the Southwest), and where the many archaeological sites under discussion are 
located. 
The Alto Magdalena region has heights ranging from 600 meters above sea level 
(masl), consisting mainly of broad alluvial terraces, to over 3,000 masl, where a cold, 
treeless environment dominates (called páramo), and averaging at 1,750 masl (Drennan 
et al. 1991, 297; González Fernández 2008, 4). It has a fairly constant climate with an 
average temperature of 18C° and a high humidity. The area is subject to a considerable 
amount of rain, with peaks in July and November that can reach up to 140mm per 
month (González Fernández 2008, 6). 
Geologically, the Alto Magdalena largely consists of volcanic rock. Combined 
with heavy rain and subsequent erosion, this is one of the most pivotal factors 
contributing to the pronounced relief of the terrain (see fig. 4). The differences in height 
result in strong variations in climate, and flora and fauna (ibid.). The volcanic soil can be 
divided into two complexes, namely exposed volcanic relief and degraded hydro-
volcanic highlands. These, in turn, result in different types of landscapes. On the one 
hand there are the volcanic cones, covered by pyroclastic rocks, with dissected slopes 
and incisive drains, resulting in small colluvial deposits. The type of rock mainly consists 
of basalt-olivine and specific soils that are associated with this are, for example, Ultic 
Hapludalfs and Typic Eutropepts. On the other hand there is, typical for the highland 
surfaces, the soil made up of ignimbrite that was produced when the Alto Magdalena 
was formed. Tuff and diabase (or dolerite) are the main types of rock that are present 
here, and they are covered by more recent volcanic ash. The soils here are diverse, 
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consisting of Typic Dystrudepts, Lithic Humitropepts, Ultic Melanudands and Typic 
Melanudands (Sánchez 2007, 34-38). Also, many inactive, relatively low volcanoes are 
still present in the landscape. These heavily eroded volcanoes, such as La Horqueta and 
La Montosa, can have a base diameter of up to 2 kilometers (Sánchez 2007, 34). 
The surface of the terrain is filled with inclinations, providing good sediments for 
agriculture. However, despite the abundance of rain, the difficulty in water access and 
drainage provides some problems for the population (González Fernández 2008, 6). 
Nevertheless, a good part of the area is well suited for human settlement. The land has 
good fertility and, especially between 1,200 and 2,000 masl, the climate and the lack of 
serious erosion problems and ice provides a good condition for cultivation without 
irrigation systems and drains, despite the difficult topography. The main staples are 
maize, beans and potatoes, though many other plants, such as sugarcane, are cultivated 
as well (González Fernández 2008, 6; Sánchez 2007, 39). 
  
Fig. 4 - Example of the mountainous landscape of the Alto Magdalena (photograph by author 2012). 
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3.3 Research History 
Many of the archaeological sites and features in the world that have been lost at some 
time in history, have first been rediscovered by indigenous people, during for example 
farming activities or simply because of the fact that they live next to them. This was 
doubtlessly also the case for the archaeological features of the Alto Magdalena. 
Especially artifacts such as statues have value, in a practical or more emotional sense, 
for the local population. However, there are almost no sources concerning these finds, 
nor of the treasure hunting that undoubtedly took place in the 16th and 17th century 
after the arrival of the Europeans. The documented history of the Alto Magdalena began 
in earnest during the second half of the 18th century. 
The first one who truly paid attention to the remains found in the Alto 
Magdalena was the Friar Juan de Santa Gertrudis, around the year 1756. His focus was 
mostly on San Agustín, which was seen, until the 20th century, as the cultural core area. 
Friar Gertrudis interpreted the sculptures, of which he only found about ten pieces, as 
representing bishops and friars (Dellenback 2008, 27-28; Llanos Vargas 1991, 11-12). 
Several other people described the sculptures they encountered, but it was not until 
1863 that (rudimentary) excavations were carried out, by the Italian Agustín Codazzi. 
From the end of the 19th century, many reports by various individuals were written, and 
the number of found sculptures increased significantly (Dellenback 2008, 28-33). When 
in 1911 the German Karl Theodor Stöpel presented some photographs and molds of the 
sculptures at a conference in London, and an increased awareness of the site among the 
general public ensued. The curator of the Museum für Volkerkunde in Berlin, Konrad 
Theodor Preuss, invigorated this process considerably. In the years 1913-1914, Preuss 
conducted the first real, scientific investigations of the Alto Magdalena, recording many 
sculptures and other artifacts (Dellenback 2008, 34-35).  
This brought about, in the beginning of the ‘30s, the presence of many amateur 
archaeologists (Dellenback 2008, 39) and in the latter part of the decade, Colombia 
began to organize its own activities and investigations, coinciding, not coincidentally, 
with the establishment of the aforementioned Archaeological Park of San Agustín. The 
governmental endeavors resulted in the modern-day ICANH, the institute that manages, 
approves and coordinates all archaeological research in Colombia (Ordoñez Hurtado 
2012, personal communication). During the ‘40s, ‘50s and ‘60s researchers such as Pérez 
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de Barradas, Gregorio Hernández de Alba, Luis Duque Gómez and Julio César Cubillos 
contributed significantly to the knowledge concerning the ancient Alto Magdalena 
(Dellenback 2008, 40; González Fernández 2008, 9-10; Velandia 1999, 185-187).  
In the 1970s, one of the most important and contributing authors on San 
Agustín was Reichel-Dolmatoff, who published a book in 1972, ‘San Agustín’, that is still 
considered to be the most comprehensive and enlightening study of the area 
(Dellenback 2008, 44-45). From the ‘80s onwards, several research programs were 
initiated, such as the Programa de Investigaciones Arqueológicas del Alto Magdalena 
(PIAAM) and the Programma de Arqueología Regional del Alto Magdalena (PARAM) 
(González Fernández 2008, 10-11; Llanos Vargas 1991, 13), making the research of the 
Alto Magdalena more intensive as well as extensive. 
Overall, the research focus has changed considerably throughout the years. 
Previously the research’s main emphasis had largely been on the sculptural complexes. 
In more recent year however, attention is shifting towards the reconstruction of 
settlement patterns and the economic and organizational structures, resulting in a wider 
and more objective approach to the sites (Velandia 1999, 187). The focus on 
households, since the ‘70s, enables the making of links between the countryside, 
cultivation areas, funerary architecture and sculptural art (Gonzalez 1991, 33). From the 
’80s onwards, more attention was also given to the settlements in the periphery 
(Gonzalez 1991, 34). The most recent developments include the implementation of 
(Colombia’s first) magnetometric surveying at San Agustín (Ordoñez Hurtado 2012, 
personal communication). All these different investigation foci have contributed to the 
current package of information we have concerning the cultural developments taking 
place in the Alto Magdalena, and this will be the subject of the next chapter.  
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4. Cultural Elements and Changes 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, defining boundaries in Southwestern Colombia 
proves difficult and ambiguous, especially given the research history and the 
interconnectedness of the people living there. In trying to get a clear view of the 
development of these people and their societies, the focus of this chapter will be on the 
best known cultural elements, the changes it witnessed and how this is seen and framed 
by archaeologists. 
4.1 Chronology 
Archaeologists working in the Alto Magdalena have come up, albeit rather late in the 
research history, with a stable, widely used chronological framework. The delay of 
constructing this chronology is partly due to the research interest and focus, since most 
of the attention, until the second part of the 20th century, went out to the imposing and 
well-preserved sculptures that were found in the region, clouding the study of other 
lithics and, especially, pottery remains, that form the basis for constructing a reliable 
chronology. By studying such remains, researchers can observe changes in technology, 
shape and decoration, with which they can establish developments in time and 
correlations between different sites (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972, 115-116). Furthermore, 
the invention of radiocarbon dating signified a huge leap in the reliability of the dates 
assigned to the pottery fragments. 
In 1988 the first firm chronology based on ceramics and radiocarbon dates was 
established by the archaeologists Duque and Cubillos. Since then, more and more 
ceramics have been found in the region and analyzed, and most of it has confirmed the 
validity of the 1988 chronology (González Fernández 2008, 11). Other chronologies, such 
as the one used by Reichel-Dolmatoff1, who was one of the most prominent figures in 
Colombian anthropology and archaeology, are now largely outdated and no longer in 
use. 
There are of course also valid reasons for critiquing the chronology of Duque 
and Cubillos, and specifically their way of making clear-cut divisions, though the 
                                                          
1 Reichel-Dolmatoff’s chronology is based on stratigraphic information which is largely tied to 
specific sites that also give the periods their names, resulting in the division of San Agustinian 
history into periods such as the Horqueta period, the Primavera period and the Isnos period 
(Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972). 
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alternatives that have been proposed throughout the years are not more convincing or 
workable (Velandia 1999, 185-187). The 1988 chronology, or some updated version of it, 
is nowadays used in the great majority of research publications. 
The basic separation that is made in these chronologies (see fig. 5) is that 
between the Formative Period (1000 BC – AD 1), the Regional Classic Period (AD 1 – AD 
900) and the Recent Period (AD 900 – AD 1300/AD 1500). The Formative Period is 
usually also subdivided into the Formative 1 (1000 BC – 600 BC), the Formative 2 (600 BC 
– 300 BC) and the Formative 3 (300 BC – AD 1).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 5 - A standard chronological division into periods with their associated 
ceramic styles (Drennan 1993 in González Fernández 2007, 3). 
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4.2 The Periods 
Before addressing each major period, as they are defined in the literature, it has to be 
mentioned that the amount of attention and investigation that each period has 
received, is not evenly distributed. By far most of the research has focused on the 
Regional Classic, mainly because of the appealing sculptures and tombs that were 
produced exclusively during this time. The first signs of human settlement, often 
referred to as the Archaic Period2, are clearly the most difficult to study and also receive 
the least scholarly attention. This thesis will address all major periods, though will also 
focus much more on the Regional Classic, because of the simple fact that the sculptures, 
which are the main focus of this investigation, were formed and used during the 
Regional Classic. The period before, the Formative, and the period after, the Recent, will 
also be discussed, noting the many continuities and changes. 
4.2.1 Formative 
The Formative Period, marked by the onset of ceramic use, occupies the entire 1st 
millennium BC. Around 1000 BC people began to become sedentary and started 
cultivating plants. Apart from these domesticates, such as maize and chilies, wild plants 
were abundantly gathered and used (González Fernández 2007, 1-3). The population 
was still very small at this time, but continued growing at a steady rate. In the beginning 
of the Formative, settlement was rather evenly dispersed (when taking into account the 
distribution of environmental aspects and agricultural beneficial plots of land). However, 
there are already some concentrations visible. As the population continued to grow, 
these, and new, concentrations became more pronounced. The environment became 
ever more affected by forest clearings and the leveling of terrain for habitation 
purposes. Large parts of the landscape suitable for occupation were still uninhabited 
though, only to become settled during the last part of the Formative and during the 
subsequent periods (Drennan 2000, 119-120). 
From the early Formative there are already shaft tombs and chamber tombs 
with secondary burials present. Deposits associated with these tombs contain a large 
                                                          
2 Clues that point to this preceramic Archaic Period are sparse, hard to interpret but certainly not 
absent. For example, bones of Mastodon and Megatherium (i.e. Megafauna), that date back to 
between 4000 and 3000 BC, are found in association with stone artifacts used by humans 
(Correal and Van der Hammen 2003). There is also found evidence of a fire pit, dating back to 
3000 BC (González Fernández 2007, 1). 
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amount of pottery fragments, many of which are used to date this period. There is, 
however, no evidence for wealth differentiation between households during the 
Formative (González Fernández 2007, 1-3). 
The Formative is ended conventionally at around AD 1, though there is certainly 
continuity into the subsequent period, the Regional Classic, and many of the traits that 
characterize the Regional Classic, including settlement concentrations, are already 
present during the Formative (Drennan 2000, 120; González Fernández 2008, 15).  
4.2.2 Regional Classic 
The Regional Classic Period starts around AD 1 and ends in AD 900, when the Recent 
Period commences. The Regional Classic is marked by the monuments that were built 
during that time, but is not defined by it. Pottery provides the basis for classifying this 
period, since pottery is found at every site, whereas the monumental features occur 
only at several locations (Drennan 2000, 12-13). 
During the Regional Classic, its beginning coinciding with increased 
temperatures and decreased rainfall (Llanos Vargas 1992, 12), settlement became much 
more pronounced, though it certainly shows a continuation from the previous period. 
People lived in individual farmsteads or in small groups of houses. The houses were 
round and small, with a diameter of around 5 or 6 meters and with less than 20m² of 
surface area. The houses were located throughout the landscape, being separated by 
cultivated and uncultivated land. The population increased profoundly in the area, 
reaching a density of 22-44 persons per km², superseding even the population density of 
the 21st century. However, as in the previous period, settlement was not distributed 
evenly. Population concentrations, occupying areas no more than 15km in diameter and 
housing no more than 5,000 people, were alternated with vacant land where no 
occupation is found. The houses, as in the Formative, show no sign of wealth 
differentiation (Drennan 2008; González Fernández 2007; González Fernández 2008). 
During the Regional Classic, monumental architecture began to be constructed. 
It appears that the sites at which monumental architecture is found are usually 
restricted to the higher flanks of the Central Cordillera. These flanks are located 
between 1,400 and 2,000 masl, and have very steep slopes, fertile soils and an 
abundance of rainfall (Drennan 2005 in Drennan 2008, 385). There are clear links 
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between the concentration of people and the presence of monumental features, the 
more densely populated areas having the most tombs, mounds and sculptures (see fig. 
6). And in fact, all the sites with a large population density that have been found in the 
area begin having monumental structures during the Regional Classic (González 
Fernández 2007, 3; González Fernández 2008, 15). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
During the Regional Classic it seems that leadership, often associated with chiefs 
or caciques, was indeed well established. The construction of the many complex 
mounds, tombs and sculptures, and the acquisition of the required resources for doing 
so, needed some form of coordination and control, indicating the presence of leaders 
who held considerable power and influence necessary for mobilizations at such a scale. 
How these elites lived and were treated remains largely unknown due to the lack of 
material evidence, apart from the mounds and monuments (Vargas 2011, 21). 
The presence of leadership is usually accompanied by further social hierarchy. 
However, economic control and wealth seem to have played a minor role in the 
Fig. 6 - Mathematically produced map showing occupational density and the presence of monumental features 
during the Regional Classic in the western part of the Alto Magdalena (after Drennan 2008, 386). 
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societies of the Alto Magdalena. Grave goods contain relatively few offerings, and gold 
work (often associated with wealth) is nearly absent. Economic specialization, for 
example based on craft production, also appears to be poorly developed in the Regional 
Classic, as was the exchange of (luxury) goods. Agricultural practices seem to have been 
rather egalitarian in nature. Distribution of agricultural goods seems to have been on a 
very local scale, and there is no evidence for a vertical economy of any sort (Drennan 
2000, 120-121; Drennan 2008, 385). 
The ceramics tell a rather similar story as well. Despite the growth in production 
and distribution, which follows logically from the overall growth in population, there are 
few signs of any organization, centralization or control by an upper class. In terms of 
wealth distribution there are also few indications that point to a clear differentiation 
between people. Between domestic units there is some evidence of a difference in 
economic wealth, but this is weak and seems to be a continuation from the Formative 
Period. Overall, there is little differentiation in wealth (ibid.). 
So, since the control over economic resources, their acquisition, their exchange 
or their usage, was not well established, archaeologists have proposed that the political 
control was based primarily on religion and ideology. Belief systems would have held the 
hierarchical structures of the Regional Classic together (Drennan 2008, 385). The 
relationship between the chiefs, the elites and the ceremonial activities may have been 
reflected in the sculptures and the monumental tombs (González Fernández 2008, 15). 
Power of the elites was probably based on prestige and on their relationship with the 
spiritual or supernatural world, and not so much on economical control or wealth. This 
gives the individuals buried in the tombs a rather ambiguous role. They are neither 
shamans, since the political control needed for the construction of the tombs and 
monuments is not often associated with shamans, nor true chiefs or caciques, given the 
lack of economic control that is often associated with caciques (Drennan 2000, 120-121). 
Rather, most researchers tend to place these individuals somewhere in between, not 
falling into one particular category. 
Just as the Regional Classic was for a considerable amount a continuation of the 
Formative, the Recent Period follows for a large part from the Regional Classic.  
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4.2.3 Recent 
The Recent Period, starting around AD 900 and ending either at AD 1300 or with the 
arrival of the Europeans, shows some pronounced changes as well as continuations from 
the Regional Classic. It was once thought that the population of the Alto Magdalena 
declined drastically during the Recent Period, and that many sites were abandoned, 
indicating some sort of collapse. However, later research has provided strong evidence 
that this was not the case, and that perhaps even the opposite comes closer to the 
truth. The population seems to grow in the beginning of the Recent Period and the large 
concentrations, that began to be formed during the Formative and grew considerably 
during the Regional Classic, mostly remained the same or even intensified (Drennan 
2008, 387). Shortly before the Spanish arrival however, the population that lived 
between 1,400 and 2,000 masl seemed to experience a major decline, whereas the rest 
of the settlements continued to be occupied without any serious disruption (Drennan 
2005 in Drennan 2008, 387). 
The houses during the Recent Period remained largely the same size, occupying 
at most 20m², with one major exception. This house, reaching nearly 60m², is 
interpreted as a public structure or the house of a chief (Duque and Cubillos 1981 in 
Drennan 2008, 287). Occupation sites are still alternated with large plots of unused land, 
indicating that the society lived well below its carrying capacity. 
One of the major changes that occurred at the end of the Regional Classic Period 
is the cessation of monumental construction activities. The large earthen burial mounds, 
the tombs and the sculptures were not made any more, nor were any other 
monumental features (Drennan 2008, 387). This marks a pronounced break with 
previous times, in which the monumental constructions played a very important role 
(though this view might be too simplistic, as will be discussed in chapter 6). Since the 
population continued living much the same as it used to, a change in the sociopolitical 
organization is the most common explanation for the break in building monumental 
features. Overall, there seems to be less centralization in the region, and the focus on 
monumental architecture, elaborate burials tombs, and large statues, as well as on any 
materials associated with funerary rituals, all but disappears. This could mean that the 
upper class no longer based their position in society mainly on religious power or that 
they no longer confirmed or legitimized this power with monumental burial tombs and 
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accompanying sculptures. Instead, there is evidence that economic control became 
more important. The upper class continued to exist, but began basing their position on 
the control of economic resources and wealth. This hypothesis is substantiated by 
evidence of a greater centralization and control of ceramic production and distribution. 
  However, there is no evidence that agricultural resources were controlled in any 
way by an upper class (Drennan 2000, 122), something that would be expected if the 
elite were to focus on economic control. Farmers did make greater investments and 
intensified their production through the use of drainage works (Sánchez 2000 in 
Drennan 2008, 387). Craft production also became more specialized during this time. It 
is clear that the basis of power for the upper class changed during the Recent Period, as 
no monumental structures were built anymore. Economic control and wealth probably 
became more important at this time. 
After around AD 1300, different ceramics (Mirador Rojo Pesado and California 
Gris Pesado) begin occurring in the region of San Agustín, as well as in many other areas, 
including Tierradentro. At the same time a large population decline took place. When 
the Spaniards arrived they did not encounter any large societies related to the previous 
inhabitants of the area (Drennan 2000, 126-128), though the Yalcones living there did 
offer strong resistance, before finally being converted and integrated into the colonial 
system (Llanos Vargas 2007). However, history did not stop with the colonial period, and 
incorporating more recent elements can prove useful in investigating the ancient 
societies, as will be discussed in the next part. 
4.3 Ethnohistory 
As is often the case when dealing with prehistoric societies, especially in the Americas, 
present-day descendents can play an important role in trying to understand former 
practices, traditions and beliefs. A large part of the societies that exist in Middle and 
South America, or existed until a few generations ago, still have strong connections with 
their ancestors and their way of living. Without implying lack of change, dynamism or 
historical development, such societies may indeed conserve certain aspects that can 
consequently be studied and used to extrapolate present-day notions to the ancient 
predecessors. By using ethnology, anthropology, and in this case more specific, 
ethnohistory, former societies can be reconstructed much more accurately and vividly. 
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Since there were still people living in the Alto Magdalena when the Spaniards arrived, 
this field of inquiry should certainly be investigated, as proposed and followed by many 
researchers (e.g. Llanos Vargas, Reichel-Dolmatoff, Sotomayor and Uribe, and Velandia). 
Indeed, essential to modern archaeology is the integration of the past with the present 
(Llanos Vargas 1992, 14). 
Different researchers have discussed the way in which past practices are linked 
to present-day traditions. Reichel-Dolmatoff, for example, proposed the tempting 
notion that there is one continuing tradition between ancient and recent practices and 
worldviews, especially concerning shamanism (see Reichel-Dolmatoff 1988). Others 
address the issue more cautiously, posing for example that certain archetypical 
elements can be extracted from cultural expressions, and that those elements can be 
linked to the past (Llanos Vargas 1992, 9). More recently, working in a structuralistic 
tradition, Velandia (1999) proposed that many ethnographically studied indigenous 
societies in South America (such as the Barasana, the Ufaina, the Kogi, the Huitoto, the 
Cuna, the Desana, the Waunana, the Cubeo and the Curripaco) have a certain formal 
structure in which their cultural elements are situated, and that this structure must also 
have existed among the ancient people of the Alto Magdalena (Velandia 1999, 198). 
Also the structure of ideology and thought in such isolated and autonomous regions as 
the Alto Magdalena have remained largely the same according to Velandia (Velandia 
1999, 189). Besides this, nowadays there are still communities living in the Alto 
Magdalena that may have certain links with the past (or at least claim to), and should be 
included when dealing with the archaeology of the area (see Gnecco and Hernández 
2008). 
Apart from the problem of historical continuity, there are other issues when 
looking at the connection between former and present-day societies. Especially when 
dealing with ethnographic data extracted from sources from the conquistadores (the 
first Europeans that invaded the Americas) one has to keep in mind the severe 
subjectivity in which they were conceived. How and when certain aspects can be 
extrapolated to the past, remains of course also subject to debate. Furthermore, seeing 
prehistoric societies as unchanging or unhistorical communities can be just as 
problematic as seeing them as ever changing and unrelated to the present. So, applying 
ethnohistoric tools when studying the past, in this case the societies of the Alto 
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Magdalena, certainly holds value and should be incorporated into any serious 
investigation, though there are many issues and difficulties, as well as varying opinions 
and methodologies. 
To sum up this chapter, the Alto Magdalena, and specifically San Agustín, has a 
history starting from before 1000 BC and ending just as the Spanish arrive in the 16th 
century. Throughout this time many aspects are constantly present and relatively 
unchanging, such as the forms and distribution of settlement and the importance of 
religious and spiritual aspects over economic wealth and control. However, there are 
also many developments and changes, some of them gradually and others rather 
abrupt, though the reasons are often obscured. Styles of pottery change over time, the 
size of the population increases and decreases, and leadership becomes more 
pronounced. One of the most intriguing changes that occurs is the fact that between AD 
1 and AD 900 sculptures and other monumental features started to be erected in great 
numbers, whereas this is absent in preceding and subsequent periods.  
The next two chapters will try to deal more extensively with this aspect of the 
region. An impression will be given of the complex of sculptures, the diversity, the 
context and the various ideas that have been proposed concerning the role and possible 
meanings the sculptures could have had. After this, I will apply the notion of memory, as 
discussed in chapter 2, to the case of the Alto Magdalena, in order to gain a wider 
perspective on how the sculptures can be interpreted and understood. 
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5. The Sculptures 
The ancient people of the Alto Magdalena have produced many different sculptures, 
varying in size, material, style, iconography, context, and most likely meaning. In dealing 
with such a large corpus of diverse sculptures, it is necessary and informative to address 
them as a whole, looking at the quantity and totality of the pieces. Lacking the time and 
space to investigate each sculpture separately in its own context, it is most productive 
and insightful to divide these hundreds of sculptures into groups, mostly based on their 
iconographic characteristics, as done by several authors (Dellenback 2008, Reichel-
Dolmatoff 1972, Sotomayor and Uribe 1987, and others). The goal of this not being to 
interpret the sculptures in any significant manner or to classify them in any definitive, 
rigid way, but to provide a more comprehensible picture of the variety and amount of 
sculptures found in the area, and to give an impression as to how these individual pieces 
might have been arranged. 
After having presented the complex of sculptures, other aspects can be 
addressed, most notably how and with what materials they were constructed. The 
presence of color, an often neglected aspect, will also be taken into consideration. 
Though the idea of discussing the sculptures in their own context, as should be the case 
in any thorough investigation, is not really possible here, giving no attention at all to the 
tombs and mounds that are related to them is the other extreme that should be 
avoided. Therefore, some attention will be given to the general funerary context of 
which most of the sculptures are part. Finally, and most crucial for this thesis, various 
theories, ideas, viewpoints and thoughts concerning the sculptures and the role and 
function they might have had in society will be discussed. Besides covering some of the 
interesting theories present in the literature, the novel framework of memory will be 
used to look at the sculptures.  
5.1 Numbers 
Many, if not most, of the sculptures that were originally present in the landscape have 
been destroyed, eroded or plundered in the first couple of centuries before and after 
the European arrival (Velandia 1999, 187). After that, during the first semi-scientific 
investigations of San Agustín, a large number of sculptures were removed and displaced 
from their original context. Many of them have now been more or less returned to their 
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original context (though certainly not all), using accounts of former investigators 
(Drennan 2000, 15-16). All these dislocations and alterations make the analyzing of 
sculptures in relation to their context harder and produce less certain results. Not 
knowing of the existence of a large portion of the pieces also limits the overall 
understanding of the complex of sculptures. 
Besides this unfortunate fact, there are surprisingly few registers and analyses 
that encompass all the known sculptures that do remain in the region, despite the 
relatively great amount of attention paid to the monoliths by the various researchers 
throughout history. The project Componente Arqueológico del Plan de Manejo del 
Parque de San Agustín, coordinated by Víctor González Fernández, has a detailed 
inventory of the sculptures found inside the Archaeological Park of San Agustín 
(Martínez and González Fernández 2008), which is being elaborated, and will include 
photos and research history for each archaeological feature of the Park, and will 
probably be available to the public by the end of 2012 (González Fernández 2012, 
personal communication). Besides this, the most classic inventory, stemming from 1987, 
is by Sotomayor and Uribe. They drew, discussed and numbered the sculptures that 
were known at that time, coming to a total of 316 for the entire Alto Magdalena. 
However, the most comprehensive inventory comes from Davíd Dellenback 
(2008), who has classified most of the known sculptures in the Alto Magdalena region 
including, for example, nearby Tierradentro. Dellenback inventoried and drew some 460 
sculptures in this area, of which at least 310 are located in the core area of San Agustín. 
This number of sculptures is still far from complete, though much more 
comprehensive than past inventories. Fray Juan de Santa Gertrudis reported only a 
handful of sculptures in the 18th century, only to be expanded to 40 or so pieces in the 
mid 19th century. With Preuss’s excavations and investigations the number rose to 110. 
After this, more and more searching was conducted and more and more sculptures were 
discovered, culminating in the 460 pieces now catalogued (Dellenback 2008). However, 
as mentioned, the total number must have been much higher, considering the amount 
of grave robbing and destruction that has taken place, not to mention the portion of 
sculptures that are still hidden in the densely overgrown and inaccessible landscape. 
As Dellenback’s catalogue with 460 pieces is by far the most recent and 
complete, his work will be used here for giving a rough classification and foundation, 
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later to be supplemented by other analyses and interpretations by, for example, Reichel-
Dolmatoff (1972) and César Velandia (1999). 
5.2 Divisions and Categories 
Going beyond the mere counting of the total of sculptures present in the region, it is 
useful and illustrative to devise certain groups that show similar or related traits. 
However, the wealth of sculptures is not easily classified into clearly distinct groups and 
categories, and several researchers have worked with different criteria for distinguishing 
different classes. Often the sculptures of the Alto Magdalena have been classified 
according to form, details of workmanship, (relative) size, shape and function, resulting 
in classes such as ceremonial sculptures, carved boulders, relief slabs, biomorphic 
representations, feline figures and double figures (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972, 55). 
Whatever the counterarguments for distinguishing sculptures based on their 
iconographic representation, this does seem to be the most fruitful and comprehensible 
categorization method. Of most of the sculptures it can be said that they display either a 
human-like figure, a human-like figure with some animal characteristic, a bird, a reptile 
or another mammal, though there are also shapes that are less readily identifiable. 
Dellenback (2008) has made a count of these different representations, that is largely 
devoid of any strong (religious or symbolic) interpretation and thus useful as a guide for 
dividing the sculptures into different categories in order to make analyzing them more 
facile and comprehensible. 
So, largely following Dellenback’s divisions, we can confidently distinguish 
several groups, namely sculptures representing 1) felines, 2) snakes, 3) males, 4) Doble 
Yo’s, 5) females, 6) the use of coca, 7) birds, 8) reptiles, 9) other animals, and 10) 
sacrifices. Of course these are not exclusive, and many sculptures show combinations of 
features. Nevertheless, each category will be briefly discussed here, noting some of the 
characteristics and peculiarities. 
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Fig. 7 - Four sculptures found in the Alto Magdalena showing feline traits (e.g. fangs) (photographs by 
author 2012). 
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Fig. 8 - Sculpture representing a snake (photograph by author 2012). 
Fig. 9 - Sculpture representing a bird with a snake or worm in its beak (photograph by author 2012). 
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Fig. 10 - Sculpture ('the Bishop') showing two 
mirrored adults (possibly a Doble Yo) and one 
newborn (jaguar-)baby (photograph by author 
2012). 
Fig. 11 - Sculpture with male genitalia and a 
smaller figure on top of the main figure (Doble Yo) 
(photograph by author 2012). 
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Fig. 12 - Sculpture showing an amphibian or reptile (photograph by author 2012). 
Fig. 13 - Sculpture of a face with fangs (photograph by author 2012). 
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Fig. 14 - Sculpture representing a woman, 
noticeable because of the breasts (Dellenback 
2008). 
Fig. 15 - Sculpture representing a figure 
using coca implements (from left to right: 
bag, container, stick) (Dellenback 2008). 
Fig. 16 - Sculpture representing a jaguar overpowering a woman (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972). 
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One of the most characteristic features of the statuary are the fangs, indicating 
some feline connection (see figs. 7, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15 and 16). In the entire area there 
are 127 statues (28% of the total) that show these fangs, though this increases 
significantly, to 38%, if only the centre of the region, namely San Agustín, is considered. 
However, it is likely that this number was even higher, since the fangs are a feature 
relatively easily affected by erosion and deterioration, and thus not always recognizable. 
These feline aspects, most likely indicative of jaguars, are encountered throughout the 
Americas, perhaps most notably among the Olmecs3. 
Taken broadly, there are 60 sculptures (13%) that show some snake-like 
characteristics (see fig. 8). Some are naturalistic, others are more abstract. Notable are 
the sculptures of birds holding snakes in their beaks, which nowadays is still a widely 
seen feature (e.g. in Mexican iconography). 
Sculptures representing male figures are abundant, but the exact amount 
depends much on what one considers to be male characteristics. There are 38 
sculptures (8%) that show male genitals (see fig. 11), though this number increases 
significantly, to 89 (20%), if sculptures with loincloths are also considered definitely 
male. The carrying of attributes such as weapons or coca implements could also point to 
maleness and raise the number considerably, though this may be more disputable. 
The so called Doble Yo (Double I) sculptures have long been a popular 
characteristic feature of the sculpture complex in the Alto Magdalena. First noted by 
Preuss, this category has expanded considerably. The Doble Yo sculptures are sculptures 
that show beings on top of other beings (see figs. 10 and 11). Some of the sculptures 
show this feature clearly, whereas others are less pronounced, though many do have 
certain traits that point to the Doble Yo theme. There are 46 statues (10%) that 
definitely have such a double motif. 
32 sculptures (7%) from the area are clearly marked as females, mostly inferred 
by the presence of breasts (see fig. 14). These women also seem to portray other unique 
features, such as skirts and turbans with an ‘X’ design. A small minority of them, 
compared to male sculptures, shows fangs. 
                                                          
3 Among the Olmecs, jaguars in general (and specifically jaguars attacking, or copulating with, 
female figures) are often mentioned and striking images among researchers, just as the related 
‘were-jaguar’ theme (see for example Evans 2008). 
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Another category that can be distinguished comprises the sculptures that show 
the usage, or the associated implements, of coca (see fig. 15). Coca leaves have been, 
and still are, an extremely important element of indigenous Andean peoples. Chewing 
these leaves gives the people energy, stills their hunger and strengthens them. Apart 
from this, coca leaves are often related to the sacred world and function in many rituals 
and ceremonies. Using coca leaves is mostly associated with three implements; the bag 
in which the dried coca leaves are stored, the container (poporo) that holds lime or a 
similar substance that serves as a release mechanism for the active components in the 
coca leaves, and a stick to bring this substance to the mouth. In total there are 23 
sculptures (5%) that show one or more of these items, and that probably represent 
people using coca leaves. The sex of these coca-using sculptures is either male or 
undeterminable. 
Strictly speaking, figures of birds come down to a maximum of nine pieces (2%) 
(see fig. 9). The two most apparent sculptures of these have led to controversy 
concerning the type of bird they represent, possibilities being an owl, an eagle or a 
crane-hawk. It is striking that birds, which often play an important role in the 
supernatural world of American peoples, are so little represented. 
In contrast, sculptures portraying reptiles or amphibians, most notably caimans, 
lizards and frogs, are a common category in the Alto Magdalena (see fig. 12). 
Distinguishing between these animals proves difficult, and even the distinction between 
reptiles and felines is more problematic in sculpture than ‘real life’ nature would 
suggest. 
Besides the aforementioned felines, birds and reptiles/amphibians, there are 
other animals depicted in the sculptures, though less abundant and less clear. Most 
notably they are monkeys, rodents, fish and other, indeterminable ones (see fig. 13). 
Another category used by Dellenback is one of sculptures showing something 
related to sacrifice. As he already notes himself, this theme is extremely difficult to 
address and the number of sculptures pertaining to this group depends greatly on 
interpretation, and is therefore a matter of personal choice. Besides this, there could be 
made even more distinctive groups of sculptures, based on other implements or certain 
postures, though these are even more tentative and less clearly defined. 
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After having established some idea of the diversity of the sculptures, it will be 
useful to look at what they were made from and the amount of effort and energy it took 
their builders in the construction process.  
5.3 Materials and Construction  
The landscape of the Alto Magdalena, largely consisting of volcanic soils, has provided 
abundant material for the construction of monumental features. Andesitic rocks, 
(micaceous) dacites, tuff stone and (feldspathic) basalt were used for the sculptures, as 
well as for the various sarcophagi and funerary dolmen. Of these stones, especially the 
tuff stones and the andesitic rocks were used for creating the wealth of sculptures now 
known to us (Llanos Vargas 1995, 12-14; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972). All of these stones are 
fairly compact and hard, and their color is usually grayish or slightly yellowish (Reichel-
Dolmatoff 1972, 68). 
The materials that were used came most likely, and logically, from the area 
itself, and their usage thus did not require elaborate transportation measures. Indeed, 
nowadays there are still sculptures being made (serving as replica’s for tourism 
purposes) by craftsmen of San Agustín, using stones from the region. Many of the 
sculptures are large and elaborate but, perhaps counter intuitively, their production 
does not require a enormous amount of work (see Drennan 2000), though the process is 
certainly rather slow and difficult (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972). 
Drawing a parallel with modern-day craftsmen from San Agustín, an indication 
can be given of the work required in constructing the sculptures. It has been calculated 
that, using simple tools made of stone and metal, a single craftsman can make an 
averagely sized sculpture in 15 days. That piece can then be moved to its desired, nearby 
location in a single day by a group of 10 people (Drennan 2000, 19-20). 
Looking at the construction of the sculptures, it becomes clear that most of 
them are made in low relief, though several show more high relief and three-
dimensional aspects. In general, the sculptures are solid, single blocks whose surface has 
been carved into some representation, and usually lacking internal spaces (Reichel-
Dolmatoff 1972, 55-82). 
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5.4 Coloring 
Just as the Greek and Roman aesthetically appealing white, sober statues were in fact 
brightly colored at the time of their construction, so were the sculptures under 
consideration here, as is in some cases still noticeable (see figs. 17 and 18). In a recent 
study led by Catalina Bateman Vargas (2011), many of the sculptures, as well as many of 
the other components of the funerary monuments, were investigated using scientific 
methods in order to gain information about the color pigments present and the 
probable usage, application and designs. This was established by doing a literature study 
of the coloring of the statues as mentioned by various authors, getting ample samples 
from the sculptures (whenever possible), processing and analyzing this in a laboratory, 
observing how modern-day people in the area apply colors to similar sculptures, and 
finally correlating the results with other aspects of the funerary monuments, such as 
size, complexity and distribution. 
The colors that have been applied to the monuments were produced by mixing 
clay with various minerals, such as iron oxides, calcite, carbon and manganese oxides. 
The plastic clay ensured that the colors could be applied permanently to the sculptures, 
and the various minerals, that are all available in the area, produced the range of colors 
and gradients. The sculptors used four principle colors, namely red, yellow, white and 
black, though combinations, mixtures and variations in brightness were of course also 
used, providing each site with its own specific colors and styles (Vargas 2011, 51-52). 
Applying the colors to the sculptures was done directly (paint applied on the 
sculpture) or indirectly (paint applied on an intermediary layer that was added to the 
sculpture), mostly using hands and fingers, though there is evidence that sometimes 
other tools, such as pencils and threads, were used for obtaining, for example, straight 
lines (Vargas 2011, 55-96). 
Correlating different sets of data, Vargas concluded that color, and specifically 
the methods and styles in which it was used, more so than the exoticness and prestige 
of the materials, was indeed an important aspect of the monuments. The sculptures 
were definitely (brightly) colored, and they showed in this aspect a lot of variety. 
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Fig. 17 - One of the few sculptures on which the original color is still partly visible 
(photograph by author 2012). 
Fig. 18 - Possible reconstruction of the phases in which the color was applied to the sculptures (Vargas 
2011, 92). 
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5.5 (Funerary) Context 
In trying to interpret or understand any of the aspects related to the sculptures, it is 
essential to know, in as far as it is possible, the context in which they were used, or at 
least in which they were found. As the nature and appearance of the sculptures differs 
considerably, so does the context. In general, the sculptures were found near 
monumental mounds and tombs, and are usually associated with them. This 
combination of mounds, tombs and sculptures can be seen as the funerary context, or 
the funerary architecture. Within this funerary architecture, there can roughly be made 
a division between 1) large, earthen mounds, which may contain burials (and dolmen) 
and/or sculptures (see fig. 19) and 2) single dolmen, consisting of several large stones 
and containing burials, but usually no sculptures (see fig. 20). 
One of the mounds that is most famous and can serve as an illustration, is the 
Montículo Occidental, or Eastern Mound, of the Mesita A complex (see fig. 21). This is 
one of the largest funerary mounds present, and according to estimates took 15 workers 
about 15 days to construct (Drennan 2000, 19-20). Within it there are several tombs and 
statues. The main tomb, built from stone slabs, consists of a chamber measuring about 
1,5m wide by 3m long, with a height of 1m. In this chamber several burials were found. 
At the northeastern corner of this chamber there were placed three large statues next 
to each other. The middle one is roofed by a large horizontal stone slab, supported by 
the other two statues. All this was built on the former ground level. After these features 
were constructed, they were covered by a large, ovoid earthen mound, in this case 
measuring 20m by 30m, with a maximum height of 3m, which is now the main marker in 
the landscape. Apart from the burials in the main chamber, another burial was found in 
a pit in the northeastern corner of the mound (Drennan 2000, 16). 
However, there is a considerable amount of variation, with mounds being 
smaller, larger, containing sarcophagi, being associated with single statues or groups of 
statues, sometimes supporting vertical stone slabs, and containing one or several tombs. 
Apart from these monumental mounds, there are the dolmen, or portal tombs. These 
are built from various stone slabs, and they occur in high density and with great variety. 
Some are associated with mounds and many are located at the principal funerary sites. 
However, some also occur at sites with no other monumental features whatsoever. 
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Fig. 19 - Partially excavated mound showing a group of sculptures (right) and a dolmen (left) inside 
(photograph by author 2012). 
Fig. 20 - A single dolmen, most likely containing one or more burials (photograph by author 2012). 
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Small burial pits, of various forms, are also located throughout the landscape 
(Drennan 2000, 16-17). Little is known about the remains of the people that were buried 
in the tombs and pits; the humid and acidic soil makes sure that almost no bone 
material preserves. Information concerning the biology, the age and the sex of the 
individuals is therefore lacking (ibid.). Of course, there were also many sculptures found 
throughout the landscape, not being associated with mounds or burials. However, the 
context of these sculptures does not, as far as it is known, show a meaningful pattern. 
After having looked at the amount and variation of the sculptures, their 
construction and their general context, we have a firm background for discussing some 
of the interesting and influential interpretations, concepts and ideas that have been 
proposed throughout the years, concerning the meaning, application and possible 
function of these sculptures. 
Fig. 21 - Map of the Eastern Mound of the Mesita A complex and its related features (after González 
Fernández 2011, 28). 
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6. Ideas and Interpretations 
As was almost always the case when the conquistadores encountered new areas with 
signs of past cultures and past richness, the most visible remains were looted and 
sacked. There are no written records of the first encounters between the Europeans and 
the material remains of the original inhabitants of the Alto Magdalena, but it can be 
reasonably supposed that many of the visibly noticeable tombs were looted for precious 
materials. A byproduct of this was the uncovering, and therefore discovery, of some of 
the buried sculptures (Dellenback 2008, 27). From this period onwards, more and more 
sculptures were discovered and, consequently, interpreted. 
In most cases the early interpretations are poorly documented and little 
elaborated. Later on, more professional archaeologists began to concern themselves 
with the subject, resulting in more extensive and intensive analyses. The reflections and 
ideas stemming from this differed depending on the interpreter and on the time he (for 
it were always males) lived in. In the field of archaeology there have been many 
frameworks and methodologies that have changed and adapted to fit the spirit of the 
age. Some archaeologists fit neatly into these intellectual approaches, whereas others 
do not comply so easily. However, there is a thread visible leading from the 18th century, 
with its poorly founded ideas of gods, demons and legends, through the period when 
the sculptures were seen as representing underlying ideas of mythology and religious 
beliefs, up to the more recent views concerning the cosmology of the ancient 
inhabitants. Into this are woven ideas about external influences, internal developments, 
shared traits and underlying, commonly appearing, themes. 
Though some of the interpretations are more founded than others, that is not to 
say that there exists an evolutionistic line leading towards ‘the truth’. As will become 
clear, truly fundamental changes concerning the sculptures have not really taken place 
and in some ways, the first ideas about the sculptures may be just as valid as the most 
recent ones. Nevertheless, the first views did lack serious scholarly foundation and were 
heavily influenced by Eurocentric perspectives, as will become clear. 
6.1 Sculptures as bishops and diffused traits 
As mentioned before, the Friar Juan de Santa Gertrudis was the first to record some of 
the sculptures in the 18th century. He was of course no archaeologist (nor a scientist of 
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any other discipline) that deliberately tried to understand the meaning of what he 
encountered. However, he did interpret the sculptures, be it based on his own biblical 
and religious convictions (e.g. interpreting fig. 10 as a bishop). He thought of the 
sculptures as being linked to the biblical world, and especially to the more apocalyptic 
aspects of the bible (Dellenback 2008, 28). Most likely, more people around this time – 
the time when Romanticism and an interest towards ‘natural’ and ‘primitive’ peoples 
became prominent and non-written sources began to be considered as holding valuable 
information for studying the past (Trigger 2006, 110-120) – , saw several sculptures and 
interpreted them in a likewise fashion, though no records survive of this. 
Later on, in the early 19th century as San Agustín and surrounding areas became 
more and more known, people began describing the sculptures, and began attributing 
meanings to them. Unfortunately, many of these records are lost or scarcely available. 
Nevertheless, there are some general tendencies seen at this time. Analyses people 
made in the 19th century were mostly based on the (spectacular) views people had, and 
the need to give the sculptures a clear and meaningful function, often relating to myth 
and legend. Underlying evidence and argumentations on which the assumptions were 
made, were lacking. Furthermore, the corpus of known sculptures was still extremely 
small and unrepresentative, making firm analyses even more difficult. Though the 19th 
century marked the beginning of (relative) dating methods and the division of prehistory 
into different periods, heralding the study of prehistoric developments (Trigger 2006, 
121), little of this was truly and thoroughly applied to the Alto Magdalena. Most focus 
lay on the impressive sculptures and on trying to come up with a meaning for them, 
however vague and unsubstantiated it might be. An illustration of the kind of 
interpretations given in this time comes from the cartographer Agustín Codazzi, in the 
1850s. He saw the sculptures of the Alto Magdalena as mystical paths of initiation that 
the people to be initiated were to follow, whilst performing other tasks (Dellenback 
2008, 30). 
In the late 19th century, what is termed culture-historical archaeology originated. 
During this time emphasis was placed on ethnicity and nationalism, with one of the 
results being a marked distinction between western (developed) society and more 
remote (undeveloped) peoples. Together with this, the idea of diffusionism (ideas, traits 
and signs of development having spread from core regions into the more remote, 
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primitive areas) became prominent (Trigger 2008, 211-223). This focus on diffusionism 
also influenced the research conducted in the Alto Magdalena. Cuervo Márquez, for 
example, visited the area in 1892, compared the iconography he saw with cultures from 
Central America and the Andes, and concluded that there were connections between 
the different areas (Díaz-Piedrahita 2000, 248), illustrating how cultural linkages and 
influences were seen as key aspects at this time. 
In sum, the sculptures of the Alto Magdalena came ever more into view in the 
18th and 19th century. Many people saw (some of) these sculptures and tried to fit them 
into a story, often emphasizing the connections with other (better known) cultural 
centers. The 19th century was indeed a period of rapid development in the field of 
archaeological methods and theories, though the analyses and methods used were still 
mostly unscientific and poorly founded. This is of course understandable given the time 
period and the fact that the scientific method, and archaeology itself, was still in its 
infancy. Combining this with the fact that only a small amount of the monoliths of the 
Alto Magdalena was known in this period, interpretations given by individuals in the 18th 
and 19th century can be said to hold little value to us, at least to our modern 
understanding of the sculptures. 
6.2 Sculptures as gods and ancestors 
The first real, scientifically based interpretations came from Konrad Theodor Preuss in 
the 1910s. He was the first to investigate the Alto Magdalena, also through 
archaeological excavations, in a detailed and systematic manner. Preuss produced a 
broad scale of facts and data, laying the foundation for subsequent research in the Alto 
Magdalena. 
Preuss focused heavily on the many sculptures he encountered and excavated, 
and also was one of the first to truly interpret them in a comprehensive manner, though 
his interpretations are considered conservative (Kroeber 1930, 691). Just as people 
before him had done, Preuss thought of the sculptures as expressing a religious system, 
related to morals and social life (Ordoñez Hurtado 2010, 18-19). However, he went 
much further in trying to describe the sculptures and give them a place in this religious 
system of the ancient inhabitants. Preuss’s idea was that only primitive art was able to 
express the religious elements that lie at the basis of the people. Through art, e.g. the 
  47 
sculptures, the beliefs of individuals were expressed and, consequently, could be 
identified by archaeologists (ibid.). Preuss stated that the sculptures probably 
represented ancestors, though not ancestors that had been important stoneworkers, 
but mythical ones whose role did not only lie in art but also in cults and the entire world 
of the ancient people. The graves, including the sculptures, were part of a cult of the 
dead (Preuss 1922, 129). 
Apart from this statement that the sculptures were the result of the mythical 
and religious beliefs of the ancient people, Preuss also focused on shared traits with, for 
example, cultures from Nicaragua, Brazil and Peru (Kroebel 1930, 691). Besides this, one 
of the elements that Preuss most investigated was the Doble Yo aspect of sculptures, as 
mentioned in the previous chapter (see figs. 10 and 11). Doble Yo (or Segundo Yo or Das 
Zweite Ich or Double I or Second I) sculptures, varying considerably in form and 
iconography, are sculptures that always show two figures, one being on top of the other. 
Mostly this means, according to Preuss, one supernatural/divine/monstrous figure being 
located above the main figure. The idea of the Doble Yo has since been adopted, and 
expanded, by many subsequent researchers. 
Preuss was prone to designate names and categories to the sculptures, and 
confidently interpret them as such. For example, he gave the sculptures names such as 
perro echado (forward running dog), or designated a figure as surely portraying a 
monkey, which, based on comparisons and new evidence, turned out to be more likely a 
jaguar (Dellenback 2008, 131-136). He placed a lot of emphasis on the fact that the 
sculptures were a result of the underlying religious belief systems of their makers. This 
could be seen as fitting the culture-historical approach that was arising around the end 
of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century. As Kossinna (and later Childe) 
had asserted, cultures were not simply assemblages of artifacts. Instead, archaeologists 
needed to look at the nature of the people having produced the artifacts and how they 
lived (Trigger 2006, 235-248). Preuss tried to look beyond the mere physicality of the 
sculptures in order to glimpse at the people and the culture that produced them, 
without simply and exclusively resorting to mythology and legends, as was previously 
done. 
So, the work done by Preuss presents a change in the analyses of the sculptures. 
First of all because of the increased systematizing, and secondly because he tried to link 
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the sculptures to the beliefs of the people that created them, interpreting the sculptures 
as expressing ideas and convictions concerning (mythical) ancestry and the veneration of 
the dead. 
In the years after Preuss, there were others that analyzed the sculptures in a 
similar way. Schottelius saw the figures of the Alto Magdalena as representing a set of 
religious imaginations that was always in flux. The different sculptures were not 
different gods, but the same divine entity represented in different forms. Pérez de 
Barradas thought, given all the tombs, temples and sculptures, that gods and the 
afterlife meant everything for the ancient inhabitants of the area, and that all their 
energy was put into their spiritual (after)life. Duque Gómez saw San Agustín as a centre 
where people from all around came and buried their chiefs and family members, with 
associated sculptures showing first of all a profound craft specialization, and secondly an 
elaborate religious belief (with astral gods, warriors and protective gods) (Ordoñez 
Hurtado 2010, 19-21). During the second half of the 20th century interpretations began 
to take another turn, initiated by Reichel-Dolmatoff. 
6.3 Sculptures as artworks and jaguar-themes 
Reichel-Dolmatoff was one of the most prominent 20th century 
anthropologists/archaeologists of Colombia, and also had an important impact on 
research in the Alto Magdalena. From his investigation of San Agustín he composed one 
of the most comprehensive and influential books on the subject (Reichel-Dolmatoff 
1972). Reichel-Dolmatoff stressed the funerary complexes and how they reflect social 
stratification, and he saw the sculptures as expressing ideological and religious ideas. He 
noted that all the sculptures are unique and that one has to go beyond the previously 
practiced descriptive interpretations (of gods, demons, etc.) to try to look at the 
sculptures as artistic expressions of the people that made them, with their different 
norms and traditions (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972, 55-58). 
Reichel-Dolmatoff began his endeavor of giving interpretations to the sculptures 
with providing categorizations, as noted in the previous chapter, distinguishing different 
categories based on style (see fig. 22), such as the archaic style, the expressionistic style, 
the naturalistic style and the abstract style (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972, 69-81). This sort of 
division can also be seen as illustrating his emphasis on evolutionistic and diffusionistic 
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stages (Gómez García 2005, 204). Reichel-Dolmatoff paid a lot of attention to describing 
the appearance of the sculptures and, more importantly, the choices made by the 
sculptors and the (planned) consequences this had. He discussed the usage of the 
concept of volume, the configuration of the sculptures, and the use of concave surfaces 
for creating shadows. He noted that the internal structure of many sculptures has 
strange proportions (e.g. large heads), that the arrangement of the sculptures is very 
rigid, and that there is a marked focus on the front of the sculptures. Furthermore, he 
stated that these choices and usages were recognized by the artists and chosen 
deliberately (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972, 58-65). 
Reichel-Dolmatoff also has interpreted the sculptures, especially their 
iconography. He did not, as was previously done, base his argumentation on mostly 
sketchy and unfounded notions, but used a combination of archaeological and 
ethnological parallels. He proposed that San Agustinian beliefs were centered around 
the ‘Jaguar-monster’, a motif widely present in both ancient societies as contemporary 
ones. He notes that most sculptures in the Alto Magdalena have this underlying motif, 
manifested in different ways (mostly as a jaguar attacking a woman, a man with jaguar 
characteristics, or a jaguar-man associated with other creatures) and continuing in time 
(Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972, 83-84). 
He then went on to look at archaeological and ethnological data from many 
different cultures, inside as well as outside of Colombia. He looked at the jaguar motif in 
mythology and belief systems, and tried to extract shared traits. Reichel-Dolmatoff 
concluded his investigation with the conviction that shamanism and jaguars are closely 
tied, that the jaguar is male and stands for sexuality, social aggressiveness and predatory 
behavior, whose energy has to be restricted by culture in order for society to survive, 
and that this jaguar is no god, but more a life-force, a principle of creation and 
destruction (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1972, 113). 
Reichel-Dolmatoff’s work certainly marked a change from previous thoughts 
concerning the sculptures of the Alto Magdalena. His holistic approach and his focus on 
the people behind the sculptures, together with his assumption that ethnographical 
parallels are the best way to study ancient beliefs, hold a lot of value, and have been 
adopted by subsequent researchers. 
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Fig. 22 - Three sculptures of the Alto Magdalena showing differences in style 
(photographs by author 2012). 
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Several years after Reichel-Dolmatoff’s work, other investigators of the Alto 
Magdalena came up with interpretations of the sculptures. One of them, Llanos Vargas, 
considers the funerary complexes to be social spaces under the command of chiefs, who 
exercised shamanistic and political control. He sees the focus on funerary architecture 
not as meaning that the people were obsessed with death (as, for example, Pérez de 
Barradas did). Instead, death is an ambivalent concept: Dying is inevitable and produces 
fear, but on the other hand, the spirits can continue living in the society. Llanos Vargas 
sees the tombs therefore as being part of the worldview, or cosmovision, of the ancient 
inhabitants of the Alto Magdalena (Ordoñez Hurtado 2010, 22), an idea further 
elaborated by Velandia (1999) some five years later. 
6.4 Sculptures as oppositions and cosmological markers 
Around the middle of the 20th century, just before postprocessualism became prominent 
in archaeology, a new approach emerged that tried to reconstruct ancient beliefs and 
thoughts. This approach, stemming originally from the field of anthropology, is known as 
structuralism. Structuralism, most notably established and developed by Claude Lévi-
Strauss, focuses on the supposed structures underlying cultures and looks, for example, 
at binary oppositions present in societies (Trigger 2006, 511-512). Velandia (1999) has 
made a detailed analysis of the sculptural complex in the Alto Magdalena, using a 
structuralistic approach. 
First he makes the assumption, as Llanos Vargas had done before, that there is 
in fact no distinction between the area of life and the area of death, since in the ‘wild 
mind’ death is not the opposite of life, instead the two are interwoven (Velandia 1999, 
190). Concerning the animalistic aspects of the sculptures (fangs, snakes, etc.), Velandia 
states that the western view of nature is anthropomorphic, whereas the Amerindian 
view is more zoomorphic. That is to say, westerners see nature as being shaped by 
culture, whereas the ‘wild mind’ sees culture as originating from nature, explaining with 
this the blending of humans and animals in the sculptures. Originating from this is also 
the conviction that the sculptures do not represent gods or deities, but rather attempts 
from their makers to explain the world in order to be able to act upon it. All this, 
including the building of funerary complexes on hills and mountains, is related to the 
cosmovision of the ancient people that lived in the Alto Magdalena (Velandia 1999, 195-
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199). A cosmology, as Velandia defines it, is ‘for the wild mind, a necessary arrangement 
of a possible world, of a reasonable world, with regard to which everyone’s life must 
have meaning’ (Velandia 1999, 191). 
An example of the linking between the cosmological aspects of society and the 
sculptures, as done by Velandia, goes as follows: Rainforest societies give a lot of 
attention to rivers, given their dependency on the fluvial environment in which they live. 
This results in burial practices related to these rivers (such as placing dead bodies on 
canoes and sending them off with the flow of the river). In contrast, agricultural 
societies (such as those in the Alto Magdalena) have a much stronger connection with 
the earth, given that their livelihood depends predominantly on (the fertility of) this 
earth. This emphasis on the earth is also represented in some of the sculptures, which 
seem to portray women giving birth to (jaguar-)children that have a connection with the 
ground (see figs. 10 and 23) (Velandia 1999, 193-194). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another analysis, using a struturalist methodology, focuses on the different sets 
of iconographic elements and their relations. Velandia ties certain elements together 
(Man, Woman, Jaguar and Monkey relating to Earth; Caimans, Iguanas and Frogs 
relating to Water; etc.) and constructs sets of relationships 
(Eagle:Sky::Serpent:Underworld; Woman:Nature::Jaguar:Culture; etc.) (Velandia 1999, 
199-204). In this way, by looking at polar opposites and relationships between elements, 
Fig. 23 - Sculptures portraying women seated on the ground and giving birth (Velandia 1999, 195). 
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Velandia tries to interpret the iconography of the sculptures in a framework of 
cosmology in order to show some of the worldviews and beliefs the ancient inhabitants 
of the Alto Magdalena might have had. 
In the end, Velandia has made one of the most detailed and renewing analyses 
of the sculptures of the Alto Magdalena. He makes extensive use of ethnological, 
comparative data, and rightly notes that we have to place ‘our own head rather than the 
frog on the dissecting table’ (Velandia 1999, 188), recognizing that we (as researchers) 
are the strangers in the landscape of the ancient peoples. He also states that the 
ultimate objective of investigation should be to produce better questions (Velandia 
1999, 216-217). However, Velandia is still extremely eager to draw conclusions and to 
make comparisons. Many of his interpretations perhaps take things too far, such as 
when he states that:  
‘[t]he funerary hills constitute pregnant wombs, the manifestation of the terra 
mater, the maternity of the earth in whose insides the mortuary enclosures hold 
the propitiation of life by means of depictions of women giving birth on the 
ground, of mythological intercourse that ensures fertility in rural properties, 
terraces and fields, of purification rituals that exonerate the profanities of 
quotidian life, of erected phalli which plant the seed needed for the continuity of 
the social order.’ (Velandia 1999, 195-197). 
However, Velandia’s attempt to reconstruct the possible meanings of the 
sculpture complex in the Alto Magdalena is one of the most recent and comprehensive 
ones. Velandia took structuralism in dealing with the questions at hand but, as 
mentioned in chapter 2, many new theoretical approaches and concepts have since 
been developed and implemented. Ideas such as agency, materiality, landscape and 
memory have taken a prominent place in archaeological theory, not to mention 
concepts such as personhood, identity and gender. Of all these theoretical approaches, 
memory will be used next as a framework for looking at the sculptures once again, 
perhaps from a slightly different angle. 
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6.5 Sculpting Memory 
By using concepts and ideas from the recent field of memory works, it becomes possible 
to see the sculptures anew. However, as discussed, the study of memory is diverse and 
complex. One of the main points this relatively new field addresses is how material 
culture, sculptures in this case, plays a role in the processes of remembering, forgetting 
and the forging of social traditions, ideas and beliefs. Societies, obviously, consist of 
people who have their own history, experiences and knowledge. These elements can be 
reflected in materials, such as in pottery, mounds, buildings or sculptures, and as such 
they can be transmitted and internalized into the social world of the inhabitants. 
Of course, the sculptures of the Alto Magdalena might have simply 
commemorated a leader, god, monster or mythical ancestor (as discussed above), but 
they may also have played a much more lasting and integrative role. Objects, such as 
sculptures, are then not only a reflection of the society from the time they were 
constructed, but can also serve as a means of consolidating and shaping current and 
future beliefs (that is to say, after they were constructed) (Nielsen 2008, 209). Building 
sculptures repeatedly generation after generation, no matter the reason for doing so, 
can create a system of reference, embedded in the culture (Gillespie 2008, 134-135). 
The sculptures were built and were, henceforth, memorable and memory-influencing 
aspects of the landscape and of the society. The reason for their construction, the 
influence the people that created them had, the role they played in daily life, the 
interconnection with other cultural elements and the continuance and transformation 
they underwent all give the sculptures an additional dimension. These elements are 
embedded into the concept of memory, and will be addressed here. 
As seen, the sculptures that were constructed in the Alto Magdalena are 
numerous, diverse and, above all, impressive. They were built mostly during the 
Regional Classic (AD 0-900). During this time the population increased and settlement 
concentration was at a high. Chiefs most likely ruled over these concentrations and left 
their traces in the landscape in the form of the construction of mounds, tombs and 
sculptures. The exact reason for this is unknown but, laying aside the idea that the 
sculptures were simply representations of gods or (other) mythological creatures, the 
legitimization and consolidation of power might well have played an important role. The 
past can be used as a way to legitimize the present, even if that past is partly invented 
  55 
(Mills and Walker 2008, 8). By creating true or false memories (either by construction, 
destruction, or the burying of features), rulers could forge a basis for their own position. 
As discussed in chapter 4, the power of the rulers in the Alto Magdalena does not 
appear to have an economic foundation. Therefore, having clearly visible and impressive 
monuments that, implicitly or explicitly, depict power and the ability to wield it, may 
have been an important reason for erecting the sculptures. By consolidating practices 
and beliefs through the sculptures, rulers would have had a firm and continuous 
portrayal of their status and position. 
Of course, the monuments were not merely built by the elites in order to 
impress the commoners. Rather, the entire social structure of the society can be related 
to this building endeavor. As Joyce (2009) states, when discussing the main plaza at 
Monte Albán in Mexico, ‘[p]ublic ceremonies…organized and led by nobles and 
participated by large groups of commoners created powerful memories that bound 
people to the symbols, and the new social order…’ (Joyce 2009, 38). Such ceremonies, 
and the built features they were centered around, connect people to each other, 
providing them with a framework for beliefs, social practices and individual memories, 
and with a means of forging collective memories. The alteration of the landscape 
through building processes that were initiated by beliefs and social practices could in 
turn be transformative of those social practices (Mills and Walker 2008, 9). So, the rise 
of population densities in the Alto Magdalena, coupled with the rise of funerary 
structures at the same locations, could signal that the structures built there served as a 
way to strongly position the rulers and consolidate their status, and to integrate and 
bind the ever increasing population together, providing a foundation for the 
construction of collective memories. 
However, this is not to say that there was a one way, top to bottom process 
taking place with the construction of the monuments. The rulers most likely ordered the 
sculptures and mounds to be built, but the common people actually built them, and 
therefore also infused them with their own ideas and believes. These makers probably 
had different views and perspectives than the ruling commissioners, so in effect the 
question becomes, ‘…was it the mound that was the goal of the builders, or the act of 
construction itself?’ (Pauketat and Alt 2003, 152). The notion that the ruler ordered a 
specific structure to be made which, subsequently, was produced by an artisan as a 1:1 
  56 
replica of the original plan, is untenable. The sculptures were shaped by commoners 
whose history influenced their construction, regardless of any preconceived, clearly 
defined plan by the ruler, if ever there was such a thing (Pauketat and Alt 2003, 169). So, 
looking at the sculptures can not only provide information about the rulers that ordered 
them built, but also about the builders themselves, their relation to the social world 
around them and the memories and beliefs they might have held. 
The building of the sculptures in the Alto Magdalena was a process that took 
place during the time span of around 900 years. As already seen, many of these 
sculptures were built and in a wide variety. Having these kinds of impressive features in 
and around the places where people lived most likely had a pronounced influence on 
those people and on the society as a whole. From a modern, western point of view, 
objects and materials often have no paramount importance; they are seen as purely 
lifeless material objects, and are easily replaceable (though this is also disputable). 
However, among many (if not most) other cultures, especially in the past, objects played 
a much more important role. People, ancestors, life forces, spirits, etc. often endowed 
objects with agency. That is to say, some objects were seen as ‘having intentions, 
awareness, and the power to influence people’s lives’ (Nielsen 2008, 209). So, many of 
the sculptures in the Alto Magdalena could have been experienced as having agency as 
well, and thus could have had a far wider meaning than one would think. Sculptures that 
were placed at visible locations, and were themselves already impressive and 
noticeable, may have been seen as actively engaging with the society. They were not 
merely representations of beliefs (be they in the form of gods, ancestors or cosmological 
systems), but acted as part of the society, embedded into the memories of the people 
that dwelled around them, and actively participated in their lives. Furthermore, since 
objects such as stone sculptures are extremely enduring and change little over the 
course of time, they seem to be between the past and the present, forming a bridge 
between the original reason for their construction and the current practices. The 
sculptures ‘share their identity…and carry history in their very fabric’ (Nielsen 2008, 
209), and transmit memories through generations. 
Taking the idea of sculptures endowed with agency and the notion of 
permanent historical markers together, the image of ancestor worship may come to 
mind. In many cultures, ancestral power is often infused into an array of objects, and 
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especially nonperishable materials (such as stone) serve this function well. The 
sculptures of the Alto Magdalena may have embodied ancestors and permitted these 
ancestors to continue living in the memories and lives of their descendants, through 
their omnipresence in the landscape. This does not have to mean that the iconography 
of the sculptures represents ancestors (or their attributes, or their nahuals4, or 
something else directly related to them), but that the sculptures and the ancestors were 
somehow connected in the minds and practices of the people living there. The 
ancestors, manifested through the statuary, could have been strongly interconnected 
with the daily lives of people, far beyond being restricted to mortuary practices and 
death (Nielsen 2008, 220). 
However, given that many of the sculptures were part of funerary complexes, 
buried into large mounds together with tombs and grave goods, the association with 
death is obvious and inescapable. Nevertheless, as pointed out above, this might be too 
restrictive a view. Death, burials, the afterlife, rebirth and similar concepts are often 
tightly intermingled with life and daily practices, and separating the realm of death from 
the realm of life may be an overly western conviction. The sculptures were often 
interred with the dead, but were perhaps not seen as being predominantly associated 
with dying and with the dead bodies of those they were buried with. Aspects mentioned 
above, such as the continuance of the meddling of deceased ancestors in daily life, may 
just as well have superseded the association with death and termination. 
One last aspect concerning the sculptures is their continuity in time. The building 
of the sculptures in the Alto Magdalena ceased around AD 900, after nine centuries of 
continuous construction. The reasons for this are mostly unknown, but assuming an 
abrupt discontinuation of the use of these sculptures could be presumptuous. Many of 
the sculptures would most likely have remained present in the landscape of the Alto 
Magdalena, physically or in the memory of the inhabitants. Joyce (2009) notes that 
monuments continue to hold meanings, informed by their earlier histories. People living 
in the Alto Magdalena during the Recent Period (AD 900-1300), when no new sculptures 
were built, might still have considered the sculptures that were already present, as 
                                                          
4 A nahual, or nagual, can be seen as a (spiritual) animal companion or natural phenomenon that 
(some) people are strongly linked with, and in which they can transform themselves, for example 
during their dreams. This idea of nahualism is encountered in many ancient, and present-day, 
societies and is often depicted in iconography (see for example Jansen 2004). 
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significant. The sculptures may have exerted considerable influence on the people living 
during the Recent Period, either because of the transmission of memories from past 
generations, because of newly associated meanings, or because of a combination of the 
two. The role the sculptures played and the association that they bore most likely 
changed constantly, either gradually or suddenly (Pauketat and Alt 2003, 163). However, 
places that were closed off (such as sculptures covered by burial mounds) might also 
have worked as isolated sacred places, no longer subjected to changes (Gillespie 2008, 
135). In either case, the sculptures would have held meanings and memories for the 
people living in the Alto Magdalena, even after they were no longer actively 
constructed. 
In summing up this subchapter, and as a way of making the theoretical 
considerations on memory slightly more practical, we can look at, for example, the 
features composing the Mesita A complex (see fig. 24). This complex shows some 
general features of the monumental sites found in the region, comprising mounds, 
buried and unburied statues, as well as tombs and sarcophagi. 
When looking at this set of features, the reason for its construction is one of the 
major questions that comes to mind. As discussed above, not only the large amount of 
labor required for building the features acts as a legitimization force for the 
commissioners, but so does the effect the features have on the common people. For 
example, the statues 3, 4, 5, 11, 12, 13 and 14 were buried (directly or after having been 
exposed for some time) in the mounds, signaling perhaps the consolidation, or the 
de(con)struction, of previous rulers, notions or beliefs. Sculpture 10, on the other hand, 
was not buried and could have served to commemorate something from the past, or act 
as a memory creating force that could influence the ever-increasing number of people, 
binding them together through shared memories that were introduced and maintained 
by the sculptures, and that would position the ruler’s position more firmly. 
 As also discussed, building was in the hands of the commoners. The exact 
location of the tombs and statues, and their specific appearance, were heavily 
influenced by chance and/or by their builders, who, implicitly or explicitly, made choices 
in the building process. The orientations and alignments (such as the position of statue 
10 in relation to the mounds) could, among many other reasons, be due to the 
compliant or defiant nature of the constructors. In the same way, the diversity shown in 
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the sculptures (see chapter 5) could express the diversity present in the sculptors and 
their ideas, preferences and memories. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The fact that several of the sculptures (such as statue 10) would have been 
clearly visible in the landscape, even years after they were erected, bestows upon them 
a lasting role in the life of the inhabitants. Whether the sculptures were worshiped, 
participated in rituals, featured in stories, or were seen as the manifestation of 
ancestors, the memories they conveyed were conserved by their continual presence. 
The fact that most of the sculptures were interred would seem to contradict this idea. 
Though this interment could indicate that certain aspects of society were purposefully 
forgotten, making way for new social and political influences for example, it could also 
indicate the remembrance of societal elements. Covering sculptures and tombs by large, 
visible mounds (as done in the Mesita A complex), could communicate to the members 
of society that those features were tied together, conserving the memory of the 
Fig. 24 - Map of the Mesita A complex in the Archaeological Park of San Agustín, showing the most 
essential features (after González Fernández 2011, 28). 
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physically absent ancestors through the physically present mounds and (unburied) 
sculptures to which they were related. Memories, communicated through remaining 
physical features, could therefore transcend the notion of death, termination and 
oblivion.  
 These processes probably continued long after the statues were erected. The 
tombs and some of the sculptures remained present in the landscape and whether they 
continued communicating the same messages or whether their meaning transformed 
considerably through time, the fact remains that they continued engaging in the 
memories of people living in the area.  
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7. Conclusion 
The complex of sculptures found in the Alto Magdalena comprises one of the most 
impressive and intriguing archaeological remains present in Colombia. Since the first 
sculptures were encountered, in the 18th century, more and more attention has been 
directed towards this subject, resulting in archaeological excavations and investigations, 
together with a proliferation in (international) public awareness, manifesting itself in the 
form of an Archaeological Park and a UNESCO notation. The material remains of the Alto 
Magdalena have been thoroughly studied since, often resulting in detailed knowledge 
about settlement patterns, population growth, regional contacts, socio-political systems, 
and cosmological beliefs. 
The megalithic sculptures found in this region, often being part of funerary 
complexes, have also been investigated extensively. Throughout the years, more and 
more sculptures have been discovered, analyzed and interpreted. Ideas about their 
construction, their labor costs, the decoration that was applied to them, and the 
iconography they convey have been established, and the funerary mounds and tombs 
they seem to relate to have been studied in conjunction. 
 In tandem with the development of scientific methods and scholarly practices in 
the field of archaeology, the statuary of the Alto Magdalena has been subsequently 
interpreted and contextualized in an increasingly founded and well argued manner. This 
trend is clearly visible, starting from interpretations based on biblical notions in the 18th 
century to ideas resulting from (ethno-)archaeological comparisons and parallels in the 
20th century. As the field of (theoretical) archaeology progressed and shifted, so did the 
ideas concerning the sculptures. 
Nevertheless, the general interpretations of the sculptures have not changed 
radically. Despite the increasing number of sculptures found and the growing contextual 
data being constructed, fundamentally renewing insights have not been put forward. 
Gods, ancestors, mythological representations, religious manifestations and 
cosmological markers have always been, – though not always as clearly articulated –, 
part of the thoughts formed when analyzing the sculptures. Given the fact that no hard 
evidence, in the form of written sources, exists that explains the role of the sculptures, 
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there has always been a veil of mystery, uncertainty and ignorance surrounding them, 
despite the advance in data acquirement and analyses. 
However, the way in which the sculptures are studied has changed indeed. A 
shift is visible from looking at what the sculptures might represent or embody, to what 
they might tell us about the people that constructed them, and about the world in which 
they lived. More recently, scholars are beginning to look at the sculptures in relation to 
the landscape and in conjunction with other aspects of the people that built them. 
Trying to extract knowledge concerning the people, their beliefs and the social realm 
they lived in, has begun to encroach upon the practice of simply trying to detect what 
the sculptures depict. 
In this light, it is slightly surprising that so few of the more recently developed 
concepts in archaeology and anthropology have been applied to the sculptures of the 
Alto Magdalena. Many new theoretical ideas and concepts have been developed in the 
last two decennia, and are often used for gaining new insights into scholarly issues: 
Agency looks at how individuals reflexively construct their own world and their social 
and cultural role, as opposed to conforming to already present societal structures; 
Materiality focuses on objects and their connection to, and interactions with, humans; 
Landscape considers how the environment is constructed, perceived and acted upon by 
its inhabitants; Personhood investigates how people see themselves and others, which 
may differ considerably from the western notion of individual identity; Memory, as 
discussed in this thesis, deals with the creation and transmission of collective and 
individuals memories and the forging of social bonds through these memories. 
There are many more of these focus points and frameworks, and therein lies a 
great potential. In this thesis I have tried to gain a different viewpoint for analyzing the 
sculptures. By looking at how monumental structures could inform us about the people, 
elites as well as commoners, that constructed them, by viewing sculptures as devices for 
creating and transmitting (collective) memories and therefore societal beliefs and 
practices, by supposing that sculptures could have been seen as much more substantial 
and integrative than might seem the case at first sight, and by acknowledging that 
durable objects could, through the transmission of memory, extend their role far 
beyond the era in which they were constructed, new ways of analyzing the sculptures 
can originate. 
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What has been done in this thesis is merely an impetus for further, more 
extensive and more detailed research. And besides memory, the various other 
theoretical frameworks and concepts (agency, materiality, landscape, personhood, 
gender, identity, etc.) can be implemented in the case under discussion in order to 
obtain novel viewpoints. By analyzing the sculptures of the Alto Magdalena using these 
new notions, a more comprehensible picture can be gained of what role these diverse 
and probably meaningful sculptures could have had for the people living in 
Southwestern Colombia. 
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8. Summary 
The archaeological remains of the Alto Magdalena region in Southwestern Colombia 
have been intensively investigated by different researchers in the last couple of decades. 
Whereas at first the focus was only on the central area, San Agustín, this has expanded 
over the years to encompass many other sites and features located throughout the Alto 
Magdalena. The people living in this area began forming settlement concentrations and 
practicing agriculture from 1000 BC onwards. The population continued growing and 
various developments and changes took place, while other aspects remained more or 
less the same until the arrival of the Europeans in the 16th century. The research focus 
was, and to some extent still is, predominantly on the impressive sculptures found in 
this region. These sculptures, more than 400 in number and varying greatly in size, style, 
iconography and context, were made between AD 1 and AD 900 from stone extracted 
from the region. They were often part of the funerary architecture, and the effort 
needed for their construction, their size, and impressive, durable appearance, together 
with the bright colors they had, gave them most likely a central place in the lives of the 
ancient inhabitants.  
From the 18th century onwards, researchers have tried to interpret these 
sculptures. Together with shifting research traditions and theoretical frameworks in the 
general field of archaeology, the interpretations of the sculptures have changed 
considerably, ranging from bishops and demons to underlying jaguar-themes and beliefs 
of the sculptors, and cosmological structures present in the society. However, no 
definitive new insights have yet been reached. Applying newly developed theoretical 
concepts, for example from the field of memory, might offer different and enlightening 
ways of looking at the material remains of the Alto Magdalena, resulting in new ideas 
about the legitimization of power, the creation of collective beliefs, the forging of social 
bonds, the infusion of ideas into the sculptures by the common people, the continuing 
interminglement of deceased ancestors through the sculptures, and the ongoing 
function and role of formerly built sculptures for later inhabitants. Such new 
perspectives may result in better understandings of the sculptures and the role and 
meanings they could have had. 
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Tijdens de afgelopen decennia zijn de archeologische overblijfselen in het Alto 
Magdalena gebied in Zuidwest Colombia uitvoerig bestudeerd door verschillende 
onderzoekers. Waar vroeger voornamelijk de aandacht uitging naar het centrale gebied, 
San Agustín, worden tijdens de laatste jaren de omliggende sites en features in de Alto 
Magdalena ook in acht genomen. De mensen die hier woonden begonnen rond 1000 v. 
Chr. met het vormen van nederzettingsagglomeraties en het verbouwen van 
landbouwproducten. De bevolking groeide en veel ontwikkelingen en veranderingen 
vonden plaats, terwijl andere aspecten min of meer hetzelfde bleven tot aan de komst 
van de Europeanen in de 16de eeuw. De focus in onderzoek lag, en ligt eigenlijk nog 
steeds, op de indrukwekkende beeldhouwwerken die gevonden worden in dit gebied. 
Deze beelden, meer dan 400 exemplaren in totaal en sterk verschillend in grootte, stijl, 
iconografie en context, werden gemaakt tussen 1 en 900 na Chr., van steen uit de regio. 
De beelden waren vaak deel van de funeraire architectuur, en de benodigde inspanning 
voor hun constructie, hun grootte, en hun indrukwekkende, robuuste uiterlijk, samen 
met het feit dat ze vroeger fel gekleurd waren, betekent dat ze hoogstwaarschijnlijk een 
belangrijke positie innamen in de levens van de vroegere bewoners. 
 Vanaf de 18de eeuw hebben onderzoekers geprobeerd de beeldhouwwerken te 
interpreteren. Tegelijkertijd met verschuivende onderzoekstradities en theoretische 
kaders in de algemene archeologie, zijn de interpretaties van de beelden aanzienlijk 
veranderd, variërend van ideeën over bisschoppen en demonen tot onderliggende 
jaguarthema’s en overtuigingen van de beeldhouwers, en in de samenleving aanwezig 
zijnde kosmologische structuren. Desondanks is men nog niet tot fundamenteel nieuwe 
inzichten gekomen. Door het toepassen van theoretische concepten die recentelijk zijn 
ontwikkeld, bijvoorbeeld op het gebied van ‘memory’, kan er wellicht gekomen worden 
tot andere en verhelderende manieren om naar de materiële overblijfselen te kijken, 
resulterend in nieuwe ideeën over de legitimatie van macht, het creëren van collectieve 
overtuigingen, het vormen van sociale banden, de inprenting van ideeën van het 
gewone volk in de beelden, de aanhoudende betrokkenheid in het dagelijkse leven door 
overleden voorouders middels de beelden, en de rol van de vroegere beeldhouwwerken 
voor de latere bewoners van het gebied. Zulke nieuwe perspectieven kunnen zorgen 
voor een beter begrip van de beelden en de rol en betekenis die ze gehad zouden 
kunnen hebben. 
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Fig. 17 One of the few sculptures on which the original color is still partly visible (photograph by 
author 2012). 
40 
Fig. 18 Possible reconstruction of the phases in which the color was applied to the sculptures 
(Vargas 2011, 92). 
40 
Fig. 19 Partially excavated mound showing a group of sculptures (right) and a dolmen (left) inside 
(photograph by author 2012). 
42 
Fig. 20 A single dolmen, most likely containing one or more burials (photograph by author 2012). 42 
Fig. 21 Map of the Eastern Mound of the Mesita A complex and its related features (after 
González Fernández 2011, 28). 
43 
Fig. 22 Three sculptures of the Alto Magdalena showing differences in style (photographs by 
author 2012). 
50 
Fig. 23 Sculptures portraying women seated on the ground and giving birth (Velandia 1999, 195). 52 
Fig. 24 Map of the Mesita A complex in the Archaeological Park of San Agustín, showing the most 
essential features (after González Fernández 2011, 28). 
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